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This thesis takes as its subject the increasing instrumentalization of social and political 
content by the fashion industry in recent years. Such content raises questions about the 
relationship between notions of political resistance and market capitalism. Marxist theorists such 
as Frederic Jameson and David Harvey would perhaps view this phenomenon as a confirmation 
of the ways in which late capitalism incapacitates forms of political descent by absorbing it 
within its machinations. Within this line of thinking, the way in which various designers use the 
fashion runway as a forum for protest would suggest late capitalism’s seemingly boundless 
ability to absorb critique within the commodity form. Such a notion would run parallel to the 
claim by Jameson that the diversification of cultural production in postmodernism has rendered it 
illegible. The first chapter illustrates how such notions of absorbed resistance are consistent with 
the aesthetic project of several influential fashion designers today. The primary example locates 
this in the trend “normcore.” I will elaborate a history of the term, showing the ways in which 
New York based art collective “DIS” was instrumental in its formation. I will then show how the 
trend firmly established itself within canonical fashion aesthetics through the works of several 
celebrated fashion designers and brands.   
 
 v 
The notion that the absorption of political descent within the market system indicates an 
incapacity of social resistance reaches an impasse however, when considering other forms of 
social resistance. Most notably, the persistence of racial inequality and the cultural output of 
minority groups advances an ulterior form of resistance whose project, while coterminous with 
economic exploitation, is not perfectly delineated within its terms. In the second chapter, I 
engage with such canonical postmodern thinkers as Michel Foucault and Judith Butler in order to 
think through specific examples of resistance by political outgroups, and their cooption by the 
fashion industry. Specifically, the popularization of hip hop style in the United States and 
globally has rendered it vulnerable to cooption by majoritarian groups. This phenomenon in the 
examples I enumerate has largely gone unaddressed in the fashion industry, and its obfuscation 
has furthermore aided the critique of absorbed resistance earlier elucidated.   
The fashion industry has come under increasing scrutiny to rectify its problematic 
relationship to racial inequality. The protests against police brutality which seek to address racial 
justice that broke out during the Summer of 2020 have made it necessary for fashion brands to 
respond in kind, laying out a course of action in order to rectify its ongoing relationship to racial 
representation and systemic oppression. In the last section of this paper, I will reflect on the ways 
in which the brands I engage with have responded. In the end, this study emphasizes the way in 
which a close study of clothing and the fashion industry is relevant to ongoing discussions 
concerning political resistance within the frame of a market system.  
 
 vi 
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In 2019,  US-based management consulting firm McKinsey & Company published a 
yearly report entitled “The State of Fashion 2019,” whose stated purpose is to bring “analytical 
rigor and evidence to better understand the rapidly changing global fashion industry and 
providing an authoritative point of view on the state of fashion in the year to come” (Amed “The 
State of Fashion 2019”, 7). In the study, “Getting Woke” was cited as primary strategy for 
brands to engage with and cultivate a new, younger client base. The study states, “Younger 
generations’ passion for social and environmental causes has reached critical mass, causing 
brands to become more fundamentally purpose driven to attract both consumers and talent. 
Consumers from some, but not all markets will reward players that take a strong stance on social 
and environmental issues beyond traditional CSR [Corporate Social Responsibility]” (Amed, 
“The State of Fashion 2019”, 7). The increasing instrumentalization of social and political 
content by the fashion industry in recent years raises questions about the relationship between 
notions of political resistance and market capitalism. This phenomenon would seem to confirm 
what such Marxist theorists as Frederic Jameson and David Harvey would see as the way in 
which late capitalism incapacitates forms of political descent by absorbing it within its 
machinations. Within this line of thinking, the way in which various designers use the fashion 
runway as a form of protest would suggest late capitalism’s seemingly boundless ability to 
absorb critique within the commodity form. Such a notion would run parallel to the claim by 
Jameson that the diversification of cultural production in postmodernism has rendered it 
illegible. The first chapter illustrates how such notions of absorbed resistance are consistent with 
the aesthetic project of several influential fashion designers today. My primary example locates 
this in the trend “normcore.” I will draw an acute history of the term, showing the ways in which 
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New York based art collective “DIS” was instrumental in its formation. I will then show how the 
trend firmly established itself within canonical fashion aesthetics through the works of several 
celebrated fashion designers and brands.   
The notion that the absorption of protest within the capitalist system indicates the 
incapacity for social resistance reaches an impasse however, when considering other forms of 
social resistance. Most notably, the persistence of racial inequality and the cultural output of 
minority groups suggests an ulterior form of resistance whose project, while coterminous with 
economic exploitation, is not perfectly delineated within its terms. In the second chapter, I 
engage with such canonical postmodern thinkers as Michel Foucault and Judith Butler in order to 
think through specific examples of resistance by political outgroups, and their cooption by the 
fashion industry. Specifically, the popularization of hip hop style in the United States and 
globally has rendered it vulnerable to cooption by majoritarian groups. This phenomenon in the 
examples I enumerate has largely gone unaddressed in the fashion industry, and its obfuscation 
has furthermore aided the critique of absorbed resistance earlier elucidated.   
The fashion industry has come under increasing scrutiny to rectify its problematic 
relationship to racial inequality. The protests for racial justice during the Summer of 2020 have 
made it necessary for fashion brands to respond in kind, laying out a course of action in order to 
rectify its ongoing relationship to racial representation and systemic oppression. In the last 





CHAPTER 1: CAPITALISM EATS EVERYTHING 
1.1 Postmodernity and David Harvey 
The folding-in of issues of social justice into the market economy through the sort of 
cultural content that fashion provides can be explained through various scholarly debates 
concerning late capitalism, and the turn within the cultural sector to what many have dubbed 
“postmodernism.” According to Geographer David Harvey, the absorption of the language of 
resistance by the marketplace in particular can be explained through an analysis of a new model 
of production emerging after World War II. The post-war economic regime appearing in the 
wake of the Fordist assembly-line model of production subsequently expanded through a new 
global production system which Harvey dubs “flexible accumulation.” Characterized by flexible 
labor, deregulation, subcontracting, off-shoring and the development of complex information 
technologies, flexible accumulation similarly inflected cultural production. Harvey suggests that 
this shift in production models can be understood to coincide with the shift from “modernity” to 
“postmodernity” within the cultural sphere following a base/superstructure model. The shift to 
postmodernity according to Harvey entailed a certain minimization of the role of cultural 
production, making it increasingly subject to market demands. He states, “the relatively stable 
aesthetic of Fordist modernism has given way to all the ferment, instability, and fleeting qualities 
of a postmodernist aesthetic that celebrates difference, ephemerality, spectacle, fashion, and the 
commodification of cultural forms” (Harvey, 156). Fashion within this new regime is afforded a 
dominant position, held in place by the new social values of a distracted public which uphold 
immediacy and the spectacle.  
The consolidation of all cultural production within capitalist modes according to Harvey, 
also encouraged popular participation and democratic determinations of cultural values, but “at 
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the price of a certain incoherence, and more problematically, vulnerability to mass market 
manipulation” (Harvey, 51). The cultural ferments of the 1960’s occurred amidst the growth of 
this new and powerfully organized commercial system (Harvey, 60), taking advantage of the 
need for the underprivileged to forge their own identity. The downside of this newly arranged 
and more democratic model of cultural production is its increasing proximity to and dependency 
on the market system. While such counterculture groups as the hippies or punks largely sought to 
distance themselves from or challenge dominant social groups, they were simultaneously 
responsible for much cultural production in the succeeding decades to the 1960’s. Notably, such 
groups have served an elemental role in the creation and mobilization of cultural content in the 
fashion industry. Indeed, the rebellions of such urban countercultural movements have become 
central to contemporary fashion aesthetics. 
1.2 Memory, Pastiche and Frederic Jameson 
 Following a similar line to David Harvey, Philosopher and Marxist political theorist 
Frederic Jameson elaborates on what he calls “the cultural logic of late capitalism,” expanding 
on the ways in which an emerging form of capitalism informs the current status of cultural 
content. The “political spirit” that motivates his analysis seeks to “project some conception of a 
new systematic cultural norm and its reproduction in order to reflect more adequately on the 
most effective forms of radical cultural politics today” (Jameson, 6). The waning of the 
modernist movement and its consequent ideological and aesthetic repudiation has resulted in the 
“death” of the subject itself – the end of the autonomous bourgeois ego or individual, the 
decentering of subject, and the end of individual style as a reflection of self. Jameson 
distinguishes his reading of the decentering of the subject as a historicist one, in which the once 
centered subject has been fragmented through the conditions of late capital (Jameson, 15). 
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Through such critique, the subject and individual style are variously revealed as ideological and 
social constructions, and as such frustrate any attempt at establishing a dominant cultural logic or 
hegemonic norm. Despite this, Jameson insists that in order for radical change to occur, we must 
establish such norms: “… it is only in the light of some conception of a dominant cultural logic 
or hegemonic norm that genuine difference could be measured and assessed… If we do not 
achieve some general sense of a cultural dominant, then we fall back into a view of present 
history as sheer heterogeneity, random difference, a coexistence of a host of distinct forces 
whose effectivity is undecidable” (Jameson, 5). This world of “sheer heterogeneity” is revealed 
by Jameson through a close analysis of such cultural artifacts as art and architecture. 
The disappearance of the cultural authority figure in postmodernism according to 
Jameson has resulted in the near-universal practice today of “pastiche” (Jameson, 16). The 
proliferation of distinct literary and artistic “styles” in modernism has been followed by their 
eventual cooption into the cliched imagery of postmodernism; modernist “styles” become 
postmodern “codes.”  James describes pastiche, the flattened reappearance of an historical 
aesthetic form thus: 
“Pastiche is… the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a 
linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, 
without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of 
laughter…” (Jameson, 17) 
In this way, pastiche has become a dominant aesthetic category within this regime as a means of 
representing the past, and is particularly useful according to Jameson for thinking about the 
status of cultural production today. Pastiche images of the stereotypical past index for Jameson 
the ”waning of our historicity, of our lived possibility of experiencing history in some active 
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way” (Jameson, 21). The ubiquity of pastiche imagery demonstrates an increasing inability to 
fashion representations of our current experience, leaving instead a “consumers’ appetite for a 
world transformed into sheer images of itself” (Jameson, 18). Today’s fashion industry clearly 
traffics heavily in such imagery, though such bottom line concerns are largely obscured within 
its seasonal campaigns. It was this connection that New York based art collective DIS sought to 
make wholly transparent. The following elaboration of DIS’ creative project is instructive within 
this context for the way in which they lightheartedly utilize certain pastiche images of the mass 
market fashion industry as a form of countercultural critique of late capitalism. 
1.3 Deflated Countercultural Insult and DIS 
Formed amidst the fallout of the 2008 financial crisis, DIS began as a self-published, self-
distributed and self-funded online magazine. Borrowing their name from José Esteban Muñoz’s 
seminal queer theory text Disidentifications in addition to the proliferation of “dis” prefix words 
circulating at the time, the launch of their website contained a short editorial statement. 
DIS is a multimedia art magazine. DIS is a dissection of fashion and commerce which 
seeks to dissolve conventions, distort realities, disturb ideologies, dismember the 
establishment, and disrupt the dismal dissemination of fashion discourse that’s been 
distinctly distributed in order to display the disenfranchised as disposable. All is open to 
discussion. There is no final word (Ugelvig, 142). 
Taking cue from a Warholian sense of postmodern aesthetics and commerce, DIS sought to 
undermine conventions of the creative marketplace through its own form of satire. The internet 
provided a particularly effective platform for bypassing traditional cultural institutions, allowing 
DIS to operate as a hybrid collectivity whose members were at once artists, fashion designers, 
curators, television producers, and party promoters. The increasing popularization of the 
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platform in turn helped its members to stay employed in these various fields. In this way, DIS 
operated as the ideal sort of cultural producer in an era defined by flexible labor.  
Like countercultural movements of previous decades, DIS sought to scandalize society’s 
dominant cultural groups as a “sort of defiance of everything else out there” (Zhong). This 
statement echoes the sort of punk rebellion that the DIS collective was indebted to. But in an era 
marked by the commodification of countercultural identity, DIS found resistance instead in 
commercialism itself. Their aesthetic can be said to be wholly appropriative, borrowing from the 
most apparent signifiers of a globalized and technocratic form of industrialization. Figure 1 is 
from a photo spread entitled, “Highly Effective People: DIS presents emerging office 
subcultures” from 2010, which ironically places the sterile aesthetics of office dress codes within 
the context of a fashion editorial. A futuristic ribbon cutting event is pictured that brings to mind 
the sort of campus environments of silicon valley tech startups. In a similar visual language to 
trend reports in fashion magazines, the image suggests an asymmetrical sleeveless look as 
vanguard office wear. Taking up the theme of the liberalization of office dress codes that became 
commonplace in the corporate office environments of the 1990-2000’s, the image suggests a 
“cutting” of one’s relationship to a past of bland corporate attire, and envisioning new 
possibilities for a forward-moving system of commerce. This is done both through a nod to 
Avant Garde fashions and their promise for radical social change. The central figure is the 
presumed executive whose naked arm disrupts the authority of the suit. The baring of skin is 
emasculating, disarming his authority. This could be read as a potentially progressive vision of a 
male-dominated enterprise that ironically utilizes signifiers of  professional normativity as a form 
of queer critique – the CEO serves to undo expectations of power and masculinity. But 
moreover, in elevating such corporate environs to the position of avant-garde fashion, the 
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editorial questions the vanguard’s potential to scandalize. The desire-generating business of 
fashion press is equated to the bland, conformist terrain of corporate professionalism. Fashion’s 
pretense to forge new identities collapses into another means of making a buck.  
 The disidentification with professional normativity of “Highly Effective People” can be 
similarly seen in the video, “Watermarked” (Figure 2) produced and directed by DIS. The video 
was the result of a commission by French brand Kenzo for their Fall Winter 2012 advertising 
campaign, and shows a group of models in a high-rise office environment overlooking New 
York City. The video follows the conventions of a corporate promotional video, including stock 
music, exuberant smiles and a “watermarked” logo surface. Grinning male models are shown at 
the negotiation table shaking hands and then embracing. The image is laden with homoerotic 
innuendo. But while the self-produced images of “Highly Effective People” can be seen as a 
critique of corporate capital from the ambivalently profit-seeking terrain of the online periodical, 
in “Watermarked” this same critique is used for Kenzo’s advertising campaign. The ironic 
appropriation of corporate culture becomes a communication vehicle for brand dissemination, 
providing Kenzo with a provocative edge. In a paradoxical way, the public relation strategy is 
presented in the form of resistance to corporate professionalism.  
The way in which DIS used the language of corporate professionalism in order to wage 
satirical critique was mobilized to similar ends in order to address the business of selling 
clothing. A primary tool that clothing companies use in order to distinguish themselves 
symbolically is through the use of brand logos. The editorial “DIScredit” from 2012 (Figure 3), 
satirically celebrates the conspicuous use of logos, stating, “Brands are beautiful! Text sells. Let 
it be front and center” (“DIScredit”). Pictured is a model wearing a shirt emblazoned with a 
variety of corporate logos, from Bed Bath and Beyond to Alexander McQueen. The photo spread 
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is presented in the context of a high-fashion editorial, and addresses the taboo use of logos at the 
time. Visible branding is offered as a solution to the ails of producing high-fashion editorial.  
“Stylists are consumed by credits, models want a breakthrough byline, brands want advertorial 
guarantees from print publications. And then somehow this most crucial info is reduced to tiny, 
typographically obfuscated text and shoved into a corner.” The tacit logic of the industry is 
revealed in the logo, which indicates the image’s real motive – to sell the particular commodities 
pictured. “DIScredit” deflates the pretense of the fashion editorial, highlighting instead its 
function as profit seeking brand disseminator.  
DIS’ use of its creative platform to draw attention to the ways in which cultural content 
becomes folded into the machinations of global capitalism is consistent with Harvey and 
Jameson’s prognostication of cultural content within late capitalism. Moreover, the way in which 
DIS uses the language of the market economy in order to wage a form of reflexive critique has 
become increasingly commonplace within the fashion industry in recent years, reinforcing the 
ineffectiveness of countercultural content to contend with the force of global capitalism. This 
aesthetic frame would be solidified and become viral in 2013 in the term “normcore.” 
1.4 Normcore’s Origins and K-Hole 
“Normcore” was coined by New York based trend-forecasting agency K-Hole in a 2013 
online periodical entitled Youth Mode (Fong). K-Hole introduced the term in a manifesto of 
sorts, calling for their readership to cultivate “sameness” as a weapon against the increasing 
commodification of countercultural identity. The article is targeted to a specifically urban youth 
audience that in previous decades had culturally differentiated themselves from the mainstream 
through clothing, music and art. The article claims that the emergence of social media made 
these once exclusive cultural forms widely available, and consequently ineffective as a mode of 
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distinction. For this reason, K-Hole encourages the assimilation of conventionality as a lifestyle 
in “normcore.” K-Hole did not use the term to refer to clothing specifically, but “normcore” soon 
became a viral means of describing the sort of bland, mass-market, ironic and nostalgic clothing 
aesthetic of a particular downtown social scene of the time.  
“Normcore” was a contestable term from the start, interpreted at the will of fashion press 
to promote anything from black cashmere sweaters to Coors Light hoodies. The following three 
examples help to illustrate the disparate formulations of normcore, and how it is understood in a 
variety of terms. British Vogue described normcore through such items as black peacoats and 
cashmere knitwear, associating the term with a mode of austerity aesthetics (Farrel). The New 
York Times describes normcore as an “embrace of bland, suburban anti-fashion attire” 
(Williams), indicating a new found palate for signifiers of the middle-class, white majority. Elle 
Magazine described normcore as “90s nostalgia dressed up in ideological drag” arguing instead 
that it is just another trend linked to cliched modes of representing the recent past (Sherman). 
Though normcore encapsulates a wide range of clothing signifiers, it consistently points to the 
more commonplace symbols of mass market culture, and to the global fashion system of late 
capitalism.  
1.5 Logos 
1.51 The Logo and Naomi Klein 
Clothing brand logos have a particular history, tied to major shifts in the global economic 
system of the last fifty years. The neoliberal economic reforms enacted from the 1970’s and 
proliferating in the following two decades resulted in relaxed protectionist trading quotas and 
tariffs, incentivizing manufacturers to chase the lowest production costs globally (Black, 517). 
These tax reforms were the cornerstone to a newly emerging global economic order 
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characterized by flexible labor agreements, the consolidation of production to the developing 
world, and greatly increased competition. In the race to contend, clothing brands shifted their 
marketing strategies away from selling goods. In a market saturated with consumer goods of 
relatively equal quality and price, the necessity to distinguish oneself from the competition came 
in the form of branding. According to Naomi Klein, this marked a paradigmatic shift in 
marketing strategies that sought to develop the brand as experience or lifestyle, rather than 
connected to particular products (Klein, 21). The clothing industry of the 1980’s and 1990’s was 
marked by the proliferation of logos in all facets of the market, from discount stores to luxury 
brands. But by the late 2000’s, the conspicuous use of brand logos was broadly missing from 
runway collection lines, considered by and large “in bad taste” amidst the luxury market. This is 
the taboo that “DIScredit” ironically resists, but more ironic still is the fact that this same 
rhetorical device would be used to great success by luxury brands to reinvent the use of brand 
logos in the ensuing decade. 
1.52 Vetements, Champion, Fila & Fendi 
 Perhaps no one would help popularize “normcore” aesthetics more than Demna Gvasalia. 
Gvasalia made a name for himself after founding Vetements in 2014, a brand leveraging heavily 
in appropriation, teenage rebellion, nostalgia and a bland, mass-market aesthetic. Owing to 
Vetement’s early success, French luxury brand Balenciaga would appoint Gvsalia as Creative 
Director in 2015. Three examples (Figures 4-6) provide a similar use of logo appropriation to 
DIScredit, including German courier DHL, American athleticwear brand Champion, and Italian 
brand Umbro. A large portion of Vetements’ seasonal output would be through “collaborations” 
with well known, mass-market clothing brands, in which the manufacturing of goods was done 
with the help of collaborator’s design team and production capabilities. The most well-known 
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amongst these collaborations was with American sportwear brand Champion. Ned Munroe, the 
Chief Global Design Officer of HanesBrands Inc., owner of Champion, described this as part of 
a “halo strategy” that allowed Champion to be carried at both luxury department stores and big 
box retailers (Phelan). This sort of product diversification would allow for a similar hooded 
sweatshirt to retail for around $80 at Urban Outfitters, and around $1,000 at Barney’s, 
accelerating the recognizability of the Champion brand through a diversification of retail 
channels and an elevation of “brand perception”. The strategy would prove successful, with 
Champion increasing revenue more than $1.1 billion in the years 2016-2019, and generating 
more than $1.9 billion in 2019 alone (Ryan).  
Usurping the familiarity of these logos helped Gvasalia earn a reputation amongst fashion 
press as a sort of agitator. The language of protest is widely used by such press outlets to 
describe his aesthetic project. Streetwear Blog Highsnobiety described his Fall 2016 runway 
show for Vetement as “an infraction of just about every fashion law” (Luk). Vogue Magazine 
described the same show as an effort by Gvasalia to “shake up the center of fashion and insist on 
placing [his] inclusive values within it” (Mower, “Fall 2016”), and later dubbed him “Fashion 
Disruptor” (Bobb). Balenciaga CEO Cédric Charbit uses similar language to describe Gvasalia: 
“In the future, we will all make commitment part of the aesthetic. It’s what you call activism or 
being meaningful in what you do in terms of fashion. A product can no longer be only and purely 
craftsmanship plus creativity and heritage: we need to add values and emotion to it. Products 
need to be meaningful” (Amed “The State of Fashion 2019”, 48). Socially progressive ethics are 
signified through both the language of protest and other means, which are reinforced by Gvasalia 
himself in a variety of public performances. To enumerate a few of these, Gvasalia introduced a 
mixed women’s & men’s runway show at Balenciaga in 2016 as a nod to a gender-neutral 
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approach (Borrelli-Persson), overturning the binary fashion runway convention, and encouraging 
fashion brands to look more closely at the damaging effects of gender norms. In his Fall 2018 
runway show, Gvasalia included Worlds Food Program-branded merchandise that was later sold 
to benefit the United Nations charity, whose work addresses global poverty, while Balenciaga 
simultaneously donated $250,000 to the organization (Mower, “Balenciaga Fall 2018”). He is a 
vocal proponent of sustainable environmental practices within the fashion industry, staging 
Vetements store windows in London department store Harrods in February 2018 with discarded 
clothing to draw attention to the problem of overconsumption (Christian Madsen).  
Such examples demonstrate the way in which liberal discourse is embedded within the 
rhetoric of Gvasalia’s project, though perhaps its critical capacity is limited by its tie to the 
market. Vetements would help Gvsalia to be made Creative Director of French brand Balenciaga 
in 2015, as well as accolades including the CFDA International Award in 2017. According to 
“The Lyst Index” ranking of fashion’s hottest brands and products, by 2019 Balenciaga was 
named amongst the top three in every quarter of the year (“The Lyst Index”). Kering reported 
that Balenciaga was the company’s fastest growing brand in 2019, and Kering Chief Executive 
Officer Francois-Henri Pinault confirmed that Balenciaga was set to break 1 billion euros in 
revenue in 2019 (“Balenciaga Revenues”). The growth was indeed confirmed by CEO Charbit to 
be driven by millennial shoppers, who represent 60 percent of sales, and also represented the 
fastest growing customer demographic (White). 
Given this success, Vetements’ appropriative aesthetic would soon be utilized by other 
luxury brands.  The Fendi Fall Winter 2018 collection (Figure 7) is a case in point, in which the 
brand collaborated with sportwear brand Fila as an homage to their shared Italian heritage. 
Fashion press noted the way in which the Fila-appropriated logo similarly appealed to a younger 
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client base, with one fashion outlet commenting, “Of course, it being 2018 and all, the look got a 
millennial twist in the form of fur sweatshirts with the Fila logo… Fendi got the memo that 
logomania was trending again, slapping their double-Fs on everything from coats to boots to 
(obviously) bags” (McCall). Like Champion, Fila would benefit greatly from the renewed 
demand for such 90’s mass-market brands, doubling its nostalgic business “Fila Heritage” every 
year from 2014-2018 and continually growing its athleticwear business in a shrinking segment of 
the market (Chitrakorn).   
Fila and Champion were not appropriated at random from the multitude of mass-market 
clothing brands. Their ubiquity in American shopping centers of the 1990’s, and their increasing 
disappearance from the marketplace in the ensuing decades made both brands ripe with nostalgic 
value to a growing millennial customer base of the 2010’s. The way in which Fila and Champion 
evoke a particular form of nostalgia indexes the degree to which their resonance in the normcore 
trend depended on a shared memory of the American mass-market clothing landscape of the 
1990’s. Following Jameson notion of “pastiche”, we can think of the novel use of mass-market 
brand logos in the examples enumerated by DIS, Vetements and Fendi as a way in which a 
particular critique of the homogenizing effects of the mass market are later incorporated into the 
system of commodity exchange that defines it.  
1.53 Balenciaga – Spring 2020 campaign 
Gvasalia’s work for Balenciaga would also be consistent with DIS’ creative project. Two 
campaign images from the Pre-Fall 2020 and Spring 2020 collections respectively are consistent 
with DIS’ 2012 Kenzo campaign video “Watermarked.” The Pre-Fall campaign image features 
the model against a stark white background, over which a semi-transparent watermark design is 
superimposed (Figure 8). The image is intended to reference the sort of stock photography 
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produced by such visual media companies as Getty Images. The model wears an ill-fitting black 
suit and trainers, provoking an association with the sort of standardized suiting used as uniform 
in certain low-wage labor sectors. The appearance of a working class costume within this context 
seems to undermine bourgeois conventions surrounding the men’s suit, and the associations with 
luxury menswear’s long affinity with bespoke suiting. This overturning of class conventions is 
made more manifest in an image from the first look from the Spring 2020 runway campaign 
(Figure 9), in which an older male model wears similarly baggy black suit and security badge. 
The sparse blue backdrop of the runway is intended to reference a political arena of sorts. In 
Gvasalia’s words it was a “Balenciaga parliament or assembly” intended to investigate the 
subject of “power dressing and fashion uniforms” (Mower, “Spring 2020”). But the suit pictured 
appropriates the unflattering and unattractive image of what Gvasalia calls a “real” political 
scene in a move to resist a singular focus on the suit’s association with masculine authority, or an 
idealized fantasy of the dystopic present. As with DIS, this scene disidentifies with the suit as 
symbol of power, using it instead to point to the failures of a political system at the brink of 
apocalypse. The fashion show, at once understood to encapsulate the ultimate scene of bourgeois 
fantasy, now heralds a scene of political dystopia.  
This theme would continue into Balenciaga’s following runway show for the Fall Winter 
2020 season (Figure 10) whose central image was a hellish apocalypse. Set amidst a flooded 
runway floor and stark black auditorium, models appeared in liturgical dress under a foreboding 
sky. Gvasalia’s show was intended as a warning about “the consequences of our lifestyle” 
(Foley), in which environmental disaster appears increasingly inevitable within the context of the 
Anthropocene epoch. Gvasalia’s trademark brand appropriation appeared as well (Figure 11), 
insinuating the ways in which this eternal cycle of brand dissemination and consumption would 
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end in self-annihilation. Issues of environmental sustainability within the fashion industry have 
necessarily come to the fore in both academia and the fashion industry since the turn of the 21st 
century (Black, 517).  Significant shifts in trading, technology and global production since the 
1990’s greatly accelerated the traditional twice-yearly fashion seasons, to frequently more than 
double that output as a standard for most luxury fashion brands. The acceleration of clothing 
production and it adverse effects would cause a groundswell of public activism. Naomi Klein’s 
No Logo and former Vice President Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth for example, would help 
educate a new generation to the debilitating effects of overproduction. Simultaneously, fashion 
brands would respond to this ethical dilemma by publishing information on their sources and 
supply chain, and by appointing oversite committees. Balenciaga’s parent company Kering has 
been publicly active in sustainability efforts, and has been regularly endorsed by financial and 
extra-financial rating agencies for their sustainability strategy. Notably, in 2019 Kering was 
named second most sustainable company across all industries in the world and first in Luxury 
and fashion by Toronto-based company Corporate Knights’ Global 100 (“Kering ranked”). UK-
based not-for-profit Fashion Revolution ranked Kering brands Gucci and Bottega Veneta the 
highest amongst luxury brands in their yearly “Fashion Transparency Index 2019” (“Fashion 
Transparency”), though both came in a range of 31-40% overall (well below the desired 
sustainability index); Balenciaga was not named explicitly in the report. The report by Fashion 
Revolution would suggest that despite leading the luxury fashion industry in sustainability 
efforts, more work would be required in order to bring then in-line with the desired index. 
By paradoxically using a critique of late capitalism as part of its marketing campaign, the 
Balenciaga runway show is ironically consistent with Jameson’s notion that late capitalism’s 
omnipotence is guided by the crushing inevitability of its form, a sense that there is no 
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alternative. The question of whether a viable alternative exists to late capitalism is echoed by 
Mark Fisher in his book Capitalist Realism. Following Jameson, Fisher claims that it is easier to 
imagine an end of the world than an end to capitalism (Fisher, 2), a state which he refers to as 
“capitalist realism.”  Fisher claims that capitalist realism no longer deals with the struggle 
between subversion and incorporation that had been part of an earlier form of capitalism, not the 
“incorporation of materials that previously seemed to possess subversive potentials” (Fisher, 9). 
Instead, capitalist realism deals with what he terms precorporation, or the “pre-emptive 
formatting and shaping of desires, aspirations, and hopes by capitalist culture.” Fisher seems to 
take Jameson’s premise to its logical conclusion, cynically debilitating any form of political 
decent within our current context, as well as firmly establishing a temporal and material bound 
form of capitalism as the eternal culprit.  
1.6 Matrices of domination: David Harvey and Michel Foucault  
The insistence on an affront to capitalism as being the only form of political decent is 
echoed by David Harvey through a discussion of philosopher Michel Foucault. Refusing a 
singular and totalizing frame like Marxism, Foucault promotes “an ascending analysis of power, 
starting that is, from its infinitesimal mechanisms, which each have their own history, their own 
trajectory, their own techniques and tactics, and then see how these mechanisms of power have 
been – and continue to be – invested, colonized, utilized, involuted, transformed, displaced, 
extended, etc by ever more general mechanisms and by forms of global domination” (Harvey, 
45). Foucault’s analysis of various localized contexts – the prison, asylum, and hospital, show a 
dispersed organization of power that is independent of any singular strategy of class domination. 
Harvey notes that Foucault’s articulation of power appealed to the various social movements of 
the 1960’s whose individual platforms sought the visibility of issues not altogether contained 
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within a Marxist discourse. Harvey remarks however, that this pluralistic and dispersed approach 
to overturning power “have not generally had the effect of challenging capitalism,” and question 
whether “such localized struggles might add up to a progressive, rather than regressive, attack 
upon the central forms of capitalist exploitation and repression.” While the story told thus far of 
a reflexive critique of capitalism being commodified through the fashion system indicates a form 
of absorbed resistance, it does not follow that all forms of social descent can be altogether and 
similarly absorbed. In other words, the particular Marxist critique as expressed by Jameson and 
Harvey that this paper has until now followed does not recognize a particularly apparent racial 
component central to its form of absorbed critique. 
1.61 Countercultural Insult and Whiteness 
In articulating a common thread from the work of art collective DIS to the clothing trend 
“normcore,” I hope to suggest one way in which codes of resistance are used in the service of 
capital accumulation by the fashion industry. In his well-known book Subculture, Sociologist 
Dick Hebdige describes the way in which subcultural groups rely on the discrete signifying value 
of mundane objects as a subtle form of resistance. He says that such a “’humble object’ can be 
magically appropriated; ‘stolen’ meanings: meanings which express, in code, a form of 
resistance to the order which guarantees their continued subordination” (Hebdige, 18). The story 
of DIS’ appropriation of the mass-market logo as a form or resistance to the ubiquity of mass-
market capitalism expresses this sort of discrete “stolen” meaning by the countercultural group. 
But to what extent does the form of critique DIS wages represent an actual threat, and to whom? 
The advancement of Balenciaga, Vetements and the various other brands mentioned in using this 
particular signifying frame is a testament to the contrary. Within this context, Sociologist Fred 
Davis would suggest that this form of countercultural critique, waged by a middle-class group, is 
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generally “on closer terms with mainstream culture than, for example, members of ethnic 
minority or socially deviant marginal groups” (Davis, 184). Davis’ notion of “counterculture 
insult” is helpful for the way that it punctuates the social origin of the particular form of 
resistance, and insinuates an overlapping and powerful racial vector of domination. Normcore’s 
employment of a majoritarian frame against itself concurrently coopts the racial and class 
signifiers of bourgeois whiteness. For this reason, the critical bandwidth of normcore was always 
delineated within its racial and class terms, and its success reinforces the particular arrangement 
of power supporting it. I would like to turn to several other examples of resistance as expressed 
in clothing in an effort to better characterize the entanglement of social resistance and 
commodity objects that permeates today’s fashion industry. Here I hope to better articulate the 
stakes of conceptualizing several entangled matrices of power, most notably a racialized one, and 





CHAPTER 2 OWNING RACE 
2.1 Resistance as Reversal and La Sape 
The crystalization of the men’s suit as a template for western male dress has strengthened 
its symbolic power in the public imagination. The suit is widely understood today as a code for 
various forms of hegemony. It is a form that historically separated European colonists from their 
colonized counterparts, delineating a “civilized self” (Comaroff, 19). Its emergence as an 
exclusively masculine form of dress was only undermined into the twentieth century as a means 
for women themselves to participate in the labor market (Davis, 40). And its materialization 
within seventeenth century European nobility and mercantile classes persists in the white collar 
uniform of today’s office environments (Breward, 15). Its signification in gender, race and class 
domination however, has been used by political outgroups as a means of self-representation, 
visibility and empowerment. 
One such example of this comes from the two capitals of the Republic of Congo and 
Democratic Republic of Congo respectively: Brazzaville and Kinshasa. A sartorial movement 
called “La Sape” (Société des Ambianceurs et des Personnes Elégantes, roughly translated as 
Association of Ambassadors and Elegant People) grew out of a movement in the 1920s led by 
André Matsoua against the brutal colonial occupation of each country by Belgium and France 
(Vannocci Bonsi). A Congolese immigrant living in Paris and soldier in the French army, 
Matsoua founded L’Amicale des Originaires de l’Afrique Équatoriale Française in 1926, a self-
improvement group intended to accelerate the independence of Central Africa from colonial 
powers. The group’s program called for the creation of an African elite, well-educated, 
benevolent and well-dressed collective in order to oppose colonial suppression by peaceful 
means. His political action and help in developing Black-based trade unions in the Congo made 
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him the target of French police. He was arrested in 1929 in Paris and sent to be tried in 
Brazzaville under the false pretense of swindling money from the indigenous people of the 
French Congo (money donated to him for political organizing, and subsequently seized by the 
colonial administration). After being sentenced to three years in prison and a ten year forced 
exile to Chad, Matsoua fled back to France. While fighting in WWII, Matsoua was again arrested 
in Paris, accused of attacking French state security members, and was transferred back to the 
French Congo. He died in prison eleven months later, having been tortured and beaten by 
colonial authorities. Matsoua’s reputation as a political adversary of French colonialism and 
proponent of an independent Congo persists to the present day. 
A member of La Sape or “Sapeur” wears an elegant and often brightly colored suit, 
primarily composed of vintage fashions imported from Europe (Figure 12). The borrowed 
aesthetic frame is adjusted to a “local” touch in order to fit within a particularly Congolese 
aesthetic sense. The dress code accompanies a set of behavioral and lifestyle guidelines, all 
intended to dignify and establish oneself socially. Included in the (still incomplete) ten 
commandments of La Sape dictate are: 
#6 You will maintain a strict hygiene with both clothes and body.  
#7 You will not be a racist, tribalist or discriminate.  
#8 You will not be violent or arrogant (Breward, 111). 
These guidelines help illuminate the signification of the European suit to La Sape as opposing 
colonial subjugation. The racist, discriminatory and violent signification of European colonialism 
is evacuated from the signifying suit. In its place is a new ethical order that resists the force of 
imperial violence with a utopic mode of governance. La Sape does not wish to become the 
colonizer by wearing his clothes, but wishes instead to remake, reimagine and resist the terms of 
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his own subjugation. The suit becomes a site of reversal and undoing, imagining futures 
unavailable amidst the force of an absolute power. 
2.2 Power, Resistance and Identity 
2.21 “Disidentification” and José Esteban Muñoz 
The above discussion of La Sape’s strategy of assimilating a dominant symbolic 
framework as a form of political resistance is informed by José Esteban Muñoz’s important work 
Disidentifications. Muñoz describes disidentification as follows:  
To disidentify is to read oneself and one’s own life narrative in a moment, object, or 
subject that is not culturally coded to ‘connect’ with the disidentifying subject. It is not to 
pick and choose what one takes out of an identification. It is not to willfully evacuate the 
politically dubious or shameful components within an identificatory locus. Rather, it is 
the reworking of those energies that do not elide the ‘harmful’ or contradictory 
components of any identity. It is an acceptance of the necessary interjection that has 
occurred in such situations (Muñoz, 12). 
Muñoz’s account of disidentification is deftly distanced from pure mimesis, an act of repeating 
and copying a fixed dominant framework. Here he refers to the assimilationist versus 
antiassimilationist debate amongst African American civil rights figures Booker T. Washington 
and W.E.B. DuBois, indicating that the politically salient form of disidentification that he 
supports is thoroughly indebted to antiassimilationist thought (Muñoz, 18). Following French 
linguist Michel Pêcheux, Muñoz describes disidentification as a strategy that tries to transform a 
cultural logic from within, always laboring to enact permanent structural change while at the 
same time valuing the importance of local and everyday struggles of resistance (Muñoz, 11). 
Indeed, in his own formulation Muñoz recognized that disidentification was not necessarily a 
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transgressive politic in itself, but that it had the potential to be. Furthermore, the potential for 
disidentification as political resistance relied on its tie to a certain form of utopianism. For La 
Sape,  the adornment of European fashions was not in order to absolutely assimilate, but quite 
contrarily was a means of forming a group identity that both uses the dominant framework 
against itself, and delineates a localized identity. It was a means of envisioning agency within a 
system that absolutely precluded it.  
2.22 Discursive Resistance and Michel Foucault 
Muñoz  articulates the practice of resistance in everyday activities through Foucault’s 
notion of discourse. Discourse according to Foucault is not divided into what is accepted and 
excluded, dominant and dominated, but is a multiplicity of discursive elements that can emerge 
and be articulated through a variety of strategies. In this way, disidentification according to 
Muñoz is “a strategy that resists a conception of power as being fixed discourse… It understands 
that counterdiscourses, like discourse, can always fluctuate for different ideological ends and a 
politicized agent must have the ability to adapt and shift as quickly as power does within 
discourse” (Muñoz, 19). Clothing as a discursive mode does not absolutely reinforce the 
dominant order (in the case of La Sape, the suit does not only reflect a subjected relation to the 
colonial power), but can be used as a strategy of defiance. For André Matsoua, it was an act of 
claiming political agency within a system that foreclosed it. The way in which La Sape utilizes a 
hegemonic system to disarticulate forms of power can be explained on the subject level by 
Philosopher Judith Butler. 
2.23 Identification, the Reproduction of Power and Judith Butler 
Butler helps to articulate Foucault’s notion of discourse on a subject level, and to 
elaborate its implications for rearticulating or disarticulating forms of hegemonic power. 
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Conventional thinking about power entails an outside dominating force acting on a subordinated 
subject, relegating them to a lower order and the necessary obedience of law. Foucault sought to 
overturn this traditional notion of power by suggesting that there is no subject prior to this 
process of formation, and that the subject is fundamentally constituted by these processes of 
appropriation. Butler utilizes this idea to flush out the process of subject formation. Butler 
suggests that “power that at first appears as external, pressed upon the subject, pressing the 
subject into subordination, assumes a psychic form that constitutes the subject’s self-identity” 
(Butler “The Psychic Life of Power,” 3). This double and coterminous move of power in 
subjection and identity formation implies a paradox of referentiality, namely that “the subject, 
taken to be the condition for an instrument of agency, is at the same time the effect of 
subordination, understood as the deprivation of agency” (Butler “The Psychic Life of Power,” 
10). This paradox means that the appropriation of power by the subject is not a straightforward 
affair; power is not simply reproduced in an unambiguous fashion. It is also a model of agency 
that actively works against a humanist model, in which agency is always working against power. 
The process of subjection entails an appropriation that alters power so that possibly, “the power 
assumed or appropriated works against the power that made that assumption possible” (Butler 
“The Psychic Life of Power,” 13).This is reverberated in La Sape’s appropriation of the suit. The 
suit’s symbolic value is usurped and redirected as a means of reestablishing the terms of agency.  
Butler points out that this model, in which any oppositional stance is implicated in the 
very power one opposes, has led some to conclude that all agency meets its impasse, so that all 
forms of domination (whether capital or symbolic) are domesticated in advance by the 
instruments of power that comprise their formation (Butler “The Psychic Life of Power,” 17). 
This echoes the impasse provided by Jameson for example, in which the incorporation of all 
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descent within a capitalist frame indexes the incapacity of descent, or in Harvey’s suggestion that 
a pluralized notion of power does not amount to a challenge to capitalism. The question of 
political agency however is not evacuated from Butler’s account of subject formation, but insists 
instead that “political agency may do more than reiterate the conditions of subordination” (Butler 
“The Psychic Life of Power,” 30). In this way, power is not mechanically reproduced when it is 
assimilated, but instead has the potential for assuming other forms and directions. This model 
allows for a multiplicity of trajectories in changing the form of power, a form of resistance in 
assimilation.  
The example of La Sape has been used strategically in order to more clearly delineate the 
two dominant theoretical positions thus far discussed, in short a Marxist and Foucaultian frame, 
in terms of the question of clothing’s political potential. La Sape is a vestimentary system that 
developed outside the late capitalist context that Jameson and Harvey address, and is thus 
illustrative for the way that it simultaneously afforded a form of agency to an outgroup of 
colonial power outside today’s arrangement of global commerce that characterizes the 
contemporary fashion industry. The increasing need for fashion companies to engage in social 
issues in the contemporary moment indicates a need to account for both positions 
simultaneously. I will now turn to a current example in order to better convey this point. 
2.3 Dapper Dan  
Daniel Day is the proprietor of the clothing boutique ”Dapper Dan” in Harlem, New 
York City. Day’s boutique would flourish amongst a local clientele in the 1980’s through the 
early 1990’s, and would subsequently experience a renaissance when Italian brand Gucci would 
invest into his company in 2017. His designs became widely popular through the 1980’s through 
his influential client base, consisting of well-known musicians, actors and athletes. Day’s 
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custom-made and one-of-a-kind pieces were highly sought after by his celebrity client base, who 
in-kind helped popularize his designs in the wider public eye. Most notably, Day’s designs 
would widely circulate and come to influence the clothing aesthetics associated with hip hop 
musicians of the time. The rise of hip hop culture in the 1980’s was importantly facilitated to a 
broader American audience by mass-media giant MTV (Romero, 19). Rappers used clothing in 
their music videos as a promotional tool and means of recognition. This new platform also 
helped popularize a corresponding and distinct clothing style. Historian Elena Romero describes 
the emergence of hip hop style as resulting from a sort of “freestyle” improvisation, freely 
borrowing from both “high” and “low” culture in order to create something entirely new and 
interesting (Romero, 13). The customization of a particular look or outfit offered a form of 
distinction that became an important currency amongst this burgeoning and incredibly 
competitive cultural trend.  
Simultaneously, luxury fashion houses were frequently hostile to such young African 
American celebrities, prompting them to seek-out custom designers for one-of-a-kind pieces. 
Dapper Dan’s designs in this way were both made for and by the Black community when the 
larger fashion industry of the time precluded them. Musician Vinnie Brown of the group 
Naughty by Nature remarked that “Traditionally, the fashion industry didn’t necessarily cater to 
the hip hop community. That left a huge void there. You had the Louis Vuitton’s and Gucci’s 
that would never cater to the audience, but we had Dapper Dan” (Romero, 78). Brown’s 
comment points to a particular system of value along racial lines that defined the luxury fashion 
industry of the time, which could be understood in terms of Philosopher Achilles Mbembe’s 
notion of an “aesthetics of superfluity.” Mbembe uses “superfluous” in two registers. Following 
Marx, the superfluous can be defined as an excess of value to an object’s use-value, and a 
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capacity to hypnotize, overexcite, or paralyze the senses (Mbembe, 374). According to Marx, for 
wealth to be realized by the exchange of commodities there needed to exist something beyond an 
object’s use-value as pure fantasy. Alternatively, Hannah Arendt used superfluity to denote the 
expendable lives of European immigrants settled in South Africa in order to take advantage of 
the boom in the diamond trade, rendering their lives superfluous (Arendt, 188). In thinking 
through the flow of labor and commodities that reproduced the gross racial disparities 
characterizing the South African state, Mbembe uses superfluity to refer to, “the dialectics of 
indispensability and expendability of both labor and life, people and things” (Mbembe, 374). 
Mbembe uses the concept to demonstrate that racism’s function in South Africa was to institute a 
contradictory relationship between the instrumentality of Black life in the market sphere (both in 
terms of production and consumption), and the constant depreciation of its value by the forces of 
commercialism and bigotry (Mbembe, 380). If we consider the fashion industry of the 1980’s 
foreclosure of Black identity as a system of superfluity, in which the excessive value of white 
identity depended on rendering expendable Black identity, it was this system in particular that 
Dapper Dan sought to disrupt. 
Dapper Dan’s business in the 1980’s exploded amidst this newly created demand for his 
special-made goods. One of Dapper Dan’s signatures was utilizing the logo designs of well-
known luxury fashion houses in novel and distinct ways. But unlike the sort of counterfeit 
replicas that have been the source of ongoing lawsuits for fashion luxury brands for decades, 
Day’s appropriation of brand logos like Gucci and Louis Vuitton was a way in which such labels 
were repurposed for his particular audience (Schneider). One example of this is an image of Mr. 
Day from 1992 (Figure 13) in which he is shown in one of his own designs featuring the Louis 
Vuitton signature monogram. Day’s clothing does not mimic, but instead uses the prevailing 
 
 28 
signifying value of the logo in order to create a wholly new cultural form, and disidentifies with 
the prevailing luxury market of the time. Eugenia Paulicelli acutely interprets Dapper Dan’s  
repurposing of luxury fashion’s symbolic system as a form of  “cultural translation” (Paulicelli 
“Fashion, Race and Cultural Translation”). Indebted to the work of Homi Bhabha, the concept of 
cultural translation denotes a “discursive practice and ultimately a political strategy that in turn 
could be form of activism.” Rather than being seen as a form of assimilation into hegemonic 
culture, such minority groups alternatively produce a “hybrid language.” Cultural translation is a 
notion that aptly describes Dapper Dan’s contributions to fashion and style. His designs are 
wholly his own, and distinct from the house aesthetic of Louis Vuitton of the time. In this way, 
the significance of the logo is fractured. The value of the sign is broken apart and reorganized in 
order to create a wholly new symbolic form.  
2.31 Hip Hop Fashion 
In the context of clothing aesthetics, Sociologist Fred Davis optimistically describes this 
as a form of “minority-group disidentification,” or a means to defy the prescriptions of a 
dominant societal order (Davis, 180). Davis suggests that by defying the dominant order, the 
minority group also coalesces a new distinctive group identity. The solidification of a new group 
identity then enters into a dialectic with the dominant order, whereby it inflects new modes of 
dress, or brings about novel fashion “trends.” Davis concludes that this process of affecting the 
dominant order can “help further a democratization of social relations” (Davis, 182). It is unclear 
from Davis’ observation however whether he is suggesting for this equalizing potential to occur 
on a representational level alone, or if it also insinuates material consequences for the group in 
question. The broad success and commercial boom of hip hop fashion beginning in the 1980’s is 
a particularly interesting example through which to explore this question. 
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Day’s clothing line would contribute greatly to the hip hop fashion aesthetic of the 1980’s 
and ensuing decades. Since the 1980’s, the increasing popularization of the hip hop aesthetic has 
resulted in its appearance in all facets of the fashion industry. Mary Rizzo shows for example, 
the way in which American sportswear brand Tommy Hilfiger consistently connected 
representations of upper-class white culture to urban Black culture in their fashion advertising 
(Rizzo, 208). Rizzo suggests that this decontextualization of race and class identities in the 
fashion advertisement had the effect of obscuring forms of racial and class hegemony in the 
global popularization of hip hop fashion. Instead, hip hop style is presented as a commodity 
through the use of lifestyle marketing techniques. This example is an early precedent for the way 
in which the broad cultural relevancy of hip hop fashion has simultaneously made it vulnerable 
to forms of cooption. While Tommy Hilfiger serves as an early example of how a mass-market 
clothing company usurped hip hop style cues in an attempt to broaden its target demographic, hip 
hop style has infiltrated and deeply affected the luxury clothing industry. Many of its aesthetic 
referents have been subsumed within the moniker “streetwear,” a somewhat broader category 
that eventually also encapsulated California surf skate culture, though its origins are widely 
considered to be in New York hip hop fashion. One study estimated the size of the global 
streetwear market in 2019 at $185 billion by sales, making it estimated to be 10% of all global 
apparel and footwear market (Leeb). Once considered a narrow market for a niche urban 
audience, streetwear has exploded within the fashion industry prompting luxury brands to cash in 
on the interest. 
2.32 Postmodernism and Hip Hop Fashion. Elena Romero and Russell Potter 
Hip-hop historian Elena Romero describes hip hop fashion as consistent with its music 
form for the way that it freely draws from both high and low culture in an improvisational and 
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spontaneous way (Romero, 13). In this way, hip-hop fashion is a form of “free-style” or “remix” 
which utilizes established sign systems in order to create something entirely new. This new form 
was intended to demonstrate an individual’s special skills and sensibilities, acquired on the 
streets, through individual taste, and definitive style choices. Hip-hop style sensibility was, 
unlike high fashion sensibilities of the time, unrestrictive in its utilization of forms. Both high 
and vernacular clothing styles are usurped and re-presented, and in this way hip hop style has 
been widely considered paradigmatically postmodern. Russell Potter for example, reinforces this 
idea and further suggests that African American artforms were always postmodern for the way in 
which they arose fully cognizant of the evils of European modernism (Potter, 4). A fixed and 
progressive model of time which so many formulations of modernism are attributed to is clearly 
refuted within this context. These African American aesthetic forms that took shape avant la 
letter pose a sort of counter hegemony, and point to ways in which notions of racial supremacy 
were entangled within the modernist project. Thusly, Potter calls hip hop a “post-apocalyptic art 
form” for the way that it undermines and repurposes the dominant framework. He says that its 
aim is for a “world made hole, aporic, fracturing the fragmented, graffiti on the graffiti” (Potter, 
5). It is an artform that refutes the naïve idealism of the past, and instead rebuilds art from parts, 
mobile and recombinant. Potter’s claim points to a political potential in such aesthetic forms for 
the way that they can overturn or undermine the terms of domination. 
Potter’s essay helps illustrate some of the ways in which Jameson’s commitment to 
finding a cultural dominant within the “sheer heterogeneity” of postmodernism rests on a 
disavowal of racial inequality. According to Jameson, one way in which cultural production in 
late capitalism is tied to the commodity form is in one’s experience of time. If we can find no 
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cultural absolute with which to anchor a notion of history, then our experience of reality becomes 
dominated by space rather than time (Jameson, 16).  
This approach to the present by way of the art language of the simulacrum, or of the 
pastiche of the stereotypical past, endows present reality and the openness of present 
history with the spell and distance of a glossy mirage. Yet this mesmerizing new aesthetic 
mode itself emerged as an elaborated symptom of the waning of our historicity, of our 
lived possibility of experiencing history in some active way. It cannot therefore be said to 
produce this strange occultation of the present by its own formal power, but rather merely 
to demonstrate, through these inner contradictions, the enormity of a situation in which 
we seem increasingly incapable of fashioning representations of our own current 
experience (Jameson, 21).  
The “living in history” to which Jameson refers has perhaps vanished for those who can claim to 
have once lived in it. Potter points out however, that this harkening back to a past informed by a 
cultural absolute does not serve those historically excluded from it. Jameson’s emphasis on a 
cultural dominant does not account for the various hierarchies that historically precluded racial 
outgroups. In reflecting upon the historic exclusion of minority groups from cultural institutions 
like the fashion industry, how can one account for those groups whose past was erased by 
cultural domination? The commodification of representation into stereotyped images and the 
effects it has on one’s experience of the present and past does not account for the ways in which 
such stereotyped images have been constructed through racialized modes of inclusion and 
exclusion. The pastiche utilization of the logo by hip hop fashion is a suitable example of the 
complex way in which historic symbolic frameworks are recirculated along vectors of racial 
inclusion and exclusion. If we consider the archive of designers like Dapper Dan who illuminate 
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the ways in which minority difference is organized through economic structures in an ulterior 
fashion, this indicates that the experience of the present and past would be ulterior as well for 
these groups. 
Furthermore, if Jameson’s frustration in being unable to locate history in the proliferation 
of contemporary representation harkens back to a previous era, his claim appears nostalgic when 
considering, in our present example, the history of racial inequality in the United States.  If the 
turn to postmodernism as a cultural dominant under late capitalism transpires roughly in the 
1960’s, the claim that such cultural forms frustrate singular representational attempts locates the 
problem temporally at precisely the moment when issues of racial inequality by the Civil Rights 
movement of the time began broadening public knowledge of the limits of representation. 
Inversely, it points to a way in which the minority experience of being incapable of locating 
oneself within a dominant narrative comes to bare on the narrative of dominant culture. If 
Jameson’s political project insists upon the establishment of a cultural dominant in order to avoid 
“sheer heterogeneity” and instigate revolutionary change, we can see that in reducing 
revolutionary practice to systems of capital, he fails to recognize other appeals to social 
transformation that are not neatly delimited within his terms.  
Roderick Ferguson articulates a further critique by way of what he calls Marxism’s 
“metaphor of reflection.” Marxism’s base/superstructure model according to Ferguson, which 
posits cultural content to be reflected by relations of production, suppresses the social and 
material character of cultural formations, which lie in excess to their reflection through capital. 
Thusly, Marxism commits itself to “forms of universality and abstraction that ultimately 
marginalize the autonomy and significance of minority difference and culture… by relegating 
cultural difference to a position of insignificance and obsolescence, he underestimates the 
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possibilities that minority culture holds both for the consolidation and for the disruption of 
political economy” (Ferguson, 81). Ferguson’s insight is relevant to several recent examples for 
the ways in which hip hop style specifically, while at once coalescing a group historically 
excluded from the fashion industry, have more recently been used as a means of both disrupting 
its problematic relationship to race, and simultaneously consolidating its aesthetics within the 
fashion institution.  
2.33 Gucci, Dapper Dan and Counterfeit Lawsuits 
In a January 2017 Paris runway show, Louis Vuitton made headlines with the debut of 
twenty-three pieces in collaboration with New York-based streetwear brand Supreme (Figure 
14).  Comprised of RTW pieces and luggage emblazoned with a combined logo, the 
collaboration would prove to be a huge success for both brands. Supreme and Louis Vuitton 
shared a certain dependency on brand iconicity through the conspicuous use of their respective 
logos, as well as a business model based on scarcity. Founded in 1994, Supreme would gain 
popularity through instating monthly “drops” of merchandise, all produced in very limited 
quantities, and as a result frequently gain value in secondary markets. The collaboration would 
combine the limited-production model of Supreme with the inaccessible prices of Louis Vuitton 
to create a frenzy of product desirability and scarcity, while simultaneously attracting a younger 
client base. The success of the Supreme Vuitton collaboration would prove to be somewhat of a 
template for luxury brands, with many notable luxury houses creating limited-edition 
collaborations with well-known and mass-market clothing brands. The appointment of Demna 
Gvasalia to helm Balenciaga was described in similar terms, as Vetements gained relevancy 
within the industry as a luxury streetwear brand. In 2018, Louis Vuitton would appoint Virgil 
Abloh as Creative Director, founder of brand Off White. For many this move would signal a 
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form of recuperation for the fashion industry. It signified for many an amelioration of the 
industry’s problematic relationship to race, and accelerated conversations amongst leaders in the 
fashion industry about more “inclusive” practices and ideas of reformation. But to what extent 
would this newfound inclusivity find material consequences for those historically precluded? 
The broad success of streetwear both in the United States and abroad has not necessarily 
benefitted its originators. The fashion industry in recent years has been a hotbed for this sort of 
reckoning with the past. Social media has furthermore broadly increased awareness into issues of 
social equity and representation in the fashion industry. Dapper Dan in particular was a 
beneficiary of this in 2018 when one of his designs was copied by Italian luxury brand Gucci. 
In his Cruise 2018 Runway show, Gucci Creative Director Alessandro Michele re-created 
one of Day’s signature designs, a jacket made for Olympic Runner Diane Dixon in 1989 (Figure 
15), thereby re-appropriating the appropriation. Dixon responded with a post on social media 
featuring the runway image alongside an image of herself wearing the original jacket, and 
requested that Dapper Dan receive credit for the original. The incident was particularly resonant 
for Dapper Dan, who was forced to shut down his business in 1992 due to a counterfeit lawsuit 
waged against him by Italian brand Fendi. That a Black small business owner like Day could be 
forced into bankruptcy by a fashion giant one minute, and be copied by another the next 
provoked claims of hypocrisy across social media. Gucci was quick to respond to the outcry that 
ensued. In 2017 Michele and Gucci CEO Marco Bizzarri launched a menswear collaboration 
with Day. The commercial success of this collaboration would allow Day to open a second store 
and atelier, Dapper Dan’s of Harlem in 2018, the first luxury house fashion store in Harlem. 
Day’s new business enterprise benefits from the large production infrastructure provided by 
Gucci, including shared fabric sources and manufacturing capabilities. This partnership would 
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come to be viewed as a form of atonement for the industry’s preclusion of Black people from 
important creative roles, as well as a perceived progressive response to Gucci’s association with 
the counterfeit trade. 
Just before the Cruise 2018 Runway show mentioned above, Gucci won a nine million 
dollar judgement against a group of Chinese websites who sold counterfeit Gucci product. Gucci 
explained its intentions in pursuing the lawsuit as follows: “The recent explosion of 
counterfeiting over the Internet has created an environment that requires companies, such as 
Gucci, to file a large number of lawsuits… in order to protect both consumers and itself from the 
ill effects of confusion and the erosion of the goodwill associated with the Gucci brand” (Hays). 
The fashion establishment has historically aimed to suppress the production of such counterfeit 
goods in order to prevent devaluation. The will of brands to protect themselves from the 
counterfeit trade is evident in the exponential growth of civil intellectual-property cases in China, 
the country responsible for two-thirds of the world’s counterfeits seized by the U.S. Government 
in 2014 (Chu). The common justification for the increase of the counterfeit trade is the growth of 
the middle-class in developing nations. It is uncertain however whether brands are hurt by this 
phenomenon, or whether they potentially profit from it (Barnett). Many suggest that the 
increased exposure in public that counterfeits provide are in themselves valuable advertising for 
brands, and help to support their cultural clout.  
The notion that forms of brand appropriation, whether through the circulation of 
counterfeit goods or through other forms of repurposing exemplified by Dapper Dan, benefit the 
brand through increased exposure is reinforced by Gucci Creative Director Alessandro Michele 
himself. During the period in which Gucci’s scandal with Dapper Dan was receiving wide 
exposure in press outlets, Michele ironically usurped the brand’s history of counterfeit lawsuits 
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in his seasonal designs. A seasonal print from 2018 (Figure 16) featured a misspelled logo 
“GUCCY,” intended to reference the ways in which counterfeit selling of their goods have 
erroneously misspelled the brand’s name (Paulicelli “Fashion, Race and Cultural Translation”). 
One of the top-selling t-shirt of the time similarly featured a print replica taken from a counterfeit 
Gucci t-shirt from the 1970’s, suggesting that a counterfeit image of the brand could be better 
than the real thing. Another seasonal print from 2018 used the written text “REAL” above their 
logo as a humorous nudge to this past. These rifs on the Gucci logo and the brand’s history of 
counterfeits rhetorically function similar to the previous examples of logo disidentification in 
DIS, Vetements and Champion. The well-known top-down definition of fashion by Sociologist 
George Simmel, in which fashion is a social form which offers distinction to the upper class 
which loses symbolic value as its forms are copied (Simmel), is relevant here. Inversely, the 
luxury brand utilizes the history of these copies in order to resignify itself. Through this symbolic 
reversal, Gucci manages to paradoxically embrace its history of fending off reproduction as a 
means of maintaining an air of authenticity.  
By re-presenting their logo as counterfeit, Gucci implicitly intends to signify a 
“democratization” of its value. While Gucci’s support of Dapper Dan’s business and their ironic 
recuperation of prior counterfeit lawsuits undeniably entail differing histories and social 
consequences, it seems relevant to draw attention to their proximity to Gucci’s larger project of 
rebranding itself in socially progressive terms. This is entirely consistent with the 
aforementioned example of Balenciaga, for whom social conscientiousness is purportedly 
central. I would like to argue that both examples more broadly rely on the popularization of hip 
hop aesthetics for their signification, which also has racial implications. 
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2.4 White appropriation of Hip Hop 
The appropriative aesthetic frame elaborated in the previous examples of Gucci, 
Balenciaga and Vetements is indebted to the popularization of hip hop style, and its specific 
mode of recoding brand logos. But how is it different, and more specifically how do each 
respectively signify? It is instructive to compare two examples: Dapper Dan’s use of the Louis 
Vuitton logo (Figure 13),  and the Champion logo used by Vetements (Figure 5). In both 
examples, signification occurs in both economic and racial terms, which are overlapping and 
inextricably linked systems of value.  
Dapper Dan’s logo appropriation disidentifies with the system that confers economic 
value to a particular brand logo, using this system in order to re-signify value to a racial 
outgroup. If we consider Dapper Dan’s logo appropriation as contextually countering forms of 
racial hegemony in the fashion marketplace, how do we understand Vetements’ appropriation of 
the Champion logo? An inverse symbolic exchange is occurring. In appropriating a mass-market 
logo, Vetements overturns the expectation of luxury fashion brands to fend off forms of 
devaluation via the secondary market, counterfeits, and so forth. The Champion logo is emptied 
of its perceived lower monetary value, while simultaneously utilized for its democratic 
signification or accessibility. The luxury brand can now appear unthreateningly expensive, high 
fashion for the masses. And as previously mentioned, the symbolic value of the Champion brand 
experiences a concurrent increase, while simultaneously  diversifying their brand dissemination 
in both high-end and mass-market retail (the brand’s “halo strategy”). This constitutes a form of 
democratization in market terms, but another form of democratization is simultaneously 
occurring in racial terms. The symbolic reversal simultaneously depends upon the familiarity of 
hip-hip fashion, and its disidentification with the fashion logo. In this way, normcore utilizes a 
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minoritarian frame in order to resignify a majoritarian group, the mass-market logo is re-
presented in a new valence. This simultaneously serves to erase Black culture’s contributions to 
fashion aesthetics, repurposing them for a majoritarian group.  
This repurposing and erasure of Black identity is apparent in a further example from the 
aforementioned designer Deman Gvasalia. Gvasalia became the subject of much ridicule in 
fashion press when, in the Fall 2016 runway season, both brands he headed, Balenciaga and 
Vetements, featured a cast of exclusively white models. Much of the critical backlash noted the 
hypocrisy of his progressive political stance and retrograde racial politics. An op-ed from the 
Business of Fashion titled “Whites-Only Policy at Vetements and Balenciaga” stated, “For 
someone whose design work has been dubbed ‘revolutionary’ in fashion circles, Demna 
Gvasalia’s all-white casting is shockingly out of touch with today’s global reality” (Campbell). 
An article from New York Magazine’s fashion blog the Cut spoke to Gvasalia’s anti-diversity 
stance in the context of the fashion industry’s reputation of him. “Fashion is in a precarious 
moment right now, and everyone is hoping that Gvasalia will be the magic potion that gets a 
tired public to buy, buy, buy — whether it’s wildly oversize, street-style-ready hoodies, or 
innovative takes on Cristóbal’s cocoon silhouettes. But just because the industry is squarely 
behind him doesn’t mean his every move is beyond question. And he shouldn’t get a free pass 
just because we all agree he knows how to make great clothes” (Hyland). The article clearly 
articulates Gvasalia’s indebtedness to streetwear style, whose history is inextricably linked to 
forms of racial discrimination, but separates the clothing itself from the bodies of the models 
wearing them. In this way, Gvasalia’s racial insensitivity can be reduced to the choice of models 
that wear them, while the symbolic language he works within goes unquestioned. 
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 Gvasalia’s response to the incident was consistent with the reaction of fashion press in 
that the object of critique remained the model’s bodies, rather than the clothing itself. “Our 
criteria for choosing models was purely based on the idea of diversity of character… We don’t 
even have that thing to think we have to be politically correct. I guess the criticism is justified 
but from my point of view it was the attitude of those girls that was important for me not the 
shade of their skin or their origin” (Finnegan). The denial of any racial element in the choice of 
models leaves unexamined, and furthermore protects the deeper level of symbolic appropriation 
occurring. Because Gvasalia can (and eventually would) choose a more racially diverse cast of 
models in future runway shows, the issue could be perceived to be resolved simply through 
casting decisions. But despite Gvasalia’s remarks to the contrary, the choice of white bodies in 
both runway shows was not a coincidence. Rather, they simply reinforced the sort of white 
territorialization of hip hop fashion that normcore so frequently depended upon. 
Luxury fashion houses in recent years have consistently been the subject of critique for 
gross missteps in racial representation. Two widely publicized incidents follow. In December 
2018 Italian brand Prada displayed a window installation in New York City store that featured 
monkey figurines evoking images of racist caricatures used to dehumanize Black people 
(Miller). The figurines would also be sold within their collection, and notably a keychain. The 
incident would result in a lawsuit by the New York city Commission on Human Rights. In 
February 2019 Gucci would come under fire when the brand released a balaclava knit from the 
Fall Winter 2018 collection which harkened back to blackface minstrel imagery. Gucci pulled 
the knit from their stores as a result, and issued a public apology.  
Both incidents would provoke public debates over questions of inclusivity and racial 
equity within the fashion industry, and particularly about the machinations of its global corporate 
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structures. Scratching beneath the surface of each incident, one discovers many layers of 
corporate approval required for a product’s appearance in stores. The designs of their respective 
Creative Directors are presented to both internal teams and third-party vendors up to six months 
before the product is to physically arrive in stores. Each sales channel has a particular chain of 
command that approve the product’s dissemination. In the case of the brand’s own retail stores 
an internal team dictates a strategy for product dissemination, which is then carried about by 
regional teams around the globe. Prior to a seasonal collection launch, the product is reviewed by 
store sales teams, including design inspiration and product knowledge. In a department store 
location, the product is selected by a third-party buying team, whose approvals require the 
review of various layers of corporate authority figures. That this chain of command, which 
involves the participation of numerous individuals globally prior to a product’s arriveal on the 
sales floor, did not prevent the incident from occurring is telling. It indexes a highly self-
regulated system whose inherently promotional culture forecloses forms of descent. 
The way in which normcore aesthetics appropriate minority disidentification in order to 
grow market share along the lines of the racial majority importantly highlights a particular 
dimension of absorbed resistance. It would be worth-while to return to the central 
Jameson/Harvey framework in first chapter, which sees the absorption of identity groups in 
terms of capitalist growth only. The subsequent elaboration of hip hop style as a particular form 
of commodified resistance shows that this recirculation importantly occurs in terms of racial 
hegemony. This particular example shows that the growth of particular markets depend upon the 




2.5 “Racial Capitalism” and Nancy Leong 
The commodification of racial identity has been aptly identified by legal scholar Nancy 
Leong’s term “racial capitalism” which she describes as a “the process of deriving social and 
economic value from the racial identity of another person” (Leong, 2152). Racial identity 
according to Leong, has become the subject of intense legal and social preoccupation under 
Affirmative Action doctrines and policies. Such doctrines attempt to create racial diversity by 
increasing the number of nonwhite people within an institution. These efforts result in 
nonwhiteness acquiring a unique and prized value (Leong, 2169). They also adjudicate and reify 
the racial divides that they purport to dismantle. In the end, Affirmative Action policies, while 
intending to produce progress toward a racially egalitarian society, have instead in many cases 
encouraged white individuals and predominantly white institutions to participate in racial 
capitalism. The commodification of racial identity according to Leong, “forecloses progress on a 
practical level, both by inflicting identity harms on nonwhite individuals and by displacing 
substantive antidiscrimination reform” (Leong, 2156).  As fashion brands increasingly respond to 
the need for broader engagement in issues of diversity and inclusivity, skepticism also grows as 
to whether ethical or material concerns motivate this new approach.  
Notably, the changing racial demographics in the United States along generational lines 
is a clear motivating factor for this form of engagement. According to demographic data released 
by the Census Bureau in June 2020, the percentage of white Americans amongst Millenial 
Americans was 55%, versus 71.6% from the Baby Boomer generation, and over half the 
country’s population are now members of the Millenial generation or younger (Frey). This 
younger generation of consumers is especially important for the luxury market, where it is 
estimated that by 2025, Generation Y and Z will represent 55% of the luxury market (Maloney). 
 
 42 
Keeping an eye on the demographic makeup of this younger generation serves as a barometer for 
the private sector. In this way, the future success of the fashion industry materially depends on  
an appeal to minority populations for its survival. With this in mind, the engagement with issues 
of diversity and inclusion by fashion brands makes two simultaneous racialized appeals: to the 
current white majority consumer, and to the future non-white majority consumer.  
2.6 Reparation:  Luxury Fashion’s Response 
The degree to which fashion brands have engaged in such issues has increased 
immensely. The protests in the Summer of 2020 that resulted from numerous instances of the 
police killing of Black citizens and notably the death of George Floyd, made such campaigns 
ubiquitous in the fashion industry. Brands across the industry engaged with the issue of racial 
justice in a variety of ways, including public responses, the creation of a variety of organizations 
intended to ameliorate racial disparities in the industry, and other means. These responses 
frequently received public blowback however, in large part due to skepticism as to whether such 
engagement was motivated by a real commitment to racial equality, or if it was another mode of 
racial capitalism. 
A relevant example of this comes from French brand Jacquemus, whose Spring 2021 
runway show was hailed by fashion press for its use of a diverse cast of models. The racial 
disparity between the show’s casting and the brand’s internal team however became the subject 
of one viral tweet from July 2020 (Figure 17) which called for greater recognition of what is 
calls “diversity optics.” The tweet shows two images side-by-side, on the left a shot from the 
runway show featuring four models of color, and on the right an image of the brand’s supporting 
staff who are shown as overwhelmingly white. The images call into question the disconnect in its 
promotional bid for diversity and its white employees, pointing to the commodification of 
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nonwhite bodies, and questioning to what extent the fashion industry is willing to engage in its 
history of systemic racism. If normcore profits off of the disavowal of hip hop style’s racial 
history and erasure of Black bodies, this example instead commodifies those bodies while 
denying the majority white makeup of its corporate team.  
The case of Jacquemus is not an isolated one, but demonstrates an endemic problem of 
racial inequality within the luxury fashion industry. Racial disparities amongst representations of 
nonwhite people within the luxury industry’s images, as well as representation in its labor force 
have been well documented, but the industry continues to be slow to enforce real and enduring 
change in this way. One primary obstacle to this is the lack of data concerning the industry’s 
racial makeup, and especially among its leadership. Despite Leong’s justified critique that 
enforcing racial inequality in the workplace through Affirmative Action policies reify racial 
divides and make racial outgroups ripe for commodification, these sorts of policies remain a 
primary and important tool for providing greater access to the labor force. These issues amongst 
many others came to the fore amidst the various demands for racial justice in the Summer of 
2020, forcing fashion brands to respond. In the next section I will outline some of the responses 
by the fashion industry through some of the specific examples mentioned thus far.  
2.61 Crisis, Protest, and Reform 
 The protests that began on May 26, 2020 following the police killing of George Floyd 
eventually resulted in brands and organizations across the fashion industry committing 
themselves to addressing long-standing issues of racial inequality within the industry. This 
response however, was by some measures slow to materialize, and required the intervention of 
many groups including activists, industry advisors, and those working within the industry. Major 
fashion industry press outlets and industry leaders posted reactions immediately following the 
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protests highlighting the property damage and looting of retail stores that resulted alongside 
demonstrations in locations throughout the country. The front page of WWD from June 2, 2020 
for example shows the burned remnants of a vehicle in the Soho neighborhood of New York 
City, with the headline “On Edge,” and was followed by an article that detailed the financial 
losses to retail tied to the Covid-19 pandemic, as well as property damage resulting from various 
looting acts (Clark, 8). Louis Vuitton Creative Director Virgil Abloh posted a response on May 
31, 2020 condemning looters that broke into two spaces in Chicago and Los Angeles (Chen, 
“Big Retailers”). Such responses would result in a public outcry that seemingly sided with the 
concerns of the private sector over those of the movement. Abloh would apologize in an 
Instagram post the following day for not clearly supporting protesters and the Black Lives Matter 
movement, and detailed ways in which he was engaging in the movement. By way of engaging 
in the movement, brands throughout the industry would respond to the “Blackout Tuesday” 
collective action, originally organized within the music industry in which a black square posted 
to social media signified alliance with the movement, to protest racism and police brutality on 
June 2, 2020. The near universal engagement in “Blackout Tuesday” by fashion brands would 
similarly attract backlash on social media, being seen as a hypocritical and tokenistic form of 
marketing, providing a superficial and temporary response to a deeply systemic problem 
(Pastore). As brands demonstrated a need to more deeply and clearly engage with the movement, 
Fashion press subsequently reported their engagement with industry experts, human rights 
organizations, and academics specializing in the field. And while collaboration with thought 
leaders would help ameliorate the most visible shortcomings of a brand’s public image, many 
were still skeptical that such engagement would go deep enough to warrant the kind of change 
required for real reform. Hannah Stoudemire, co-founder of New York based foundation Fashion 
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For All, dedicated to continuing the work of “creating awareness, promoting diversity and 
equality in the fashion industry and for all people” (“Our Story”), echoed this sentiment in a 
statement to BoF. “It’s conflicting because it feels as if it’s a one-time notion and the fight for 
racial injustice cannot be summed up in a one-time contribution to the NAACP legal fund or by 
putting up a black square. We need the brands to reshape the way they do business around Black 
lives” (Smith). The demand for an ongoing and more critical engagement with business practices 
is also supported by consumers according to a study by business consulting group Kantar 
Monitor, which found that 54% of consumers were critical of tokenistic marketing, and believe 
that brands have an important role to play in social justice (Amed “State of Fashion 2021”, 46). 
And yet the way in which brands engage with such issues on a deeper level is an open-ended 
question.  
A regularly cited action amongst brand statements and fashion publications involve the 
improvement of hiring practices and leadership profiles along racial lines. One major obstacle in 
addressing the fashion industry’s racial divide is in oversite. Currently, there is no industry-wide 
vehicle that makes visible brands’ hiring practices, labor force demographic or leadership 
profiles along racial lines. The Kelly Initiative seeks to address such issues through a four-point 
plan that seeks to increase the fashion industry’s transparency and accountability in regard to 
Black professional inclusion (Chase-Marshall). The plan calls for an industry-wide census that 
elucidates racial composition along all strata of operation, an annual report publishing of the 
resulting compiled data in order to make visible such quantifiable metrics, a comprehensive audit 
of headhunting and recruitment practices, and the creation of the “Kelly List” which annually 
curates a list of fifty Black professionals for heightened visibility and access to the broader 
industry. Like the Kelly Initiative, the Black In Fashion Council, spearheaded by Teen Vogue 
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editor Lindsey Peoples Wagner, seeks to increase industry visibility through the establishment of 
an equality index score that will provide benchmarking around corporate policies and practices 
(Phelps). In collaboration with Human Rights Campaign, the index will make visible 
participating company’s practices in order to foster representation of Black employees at all 
levels. The council’s makes its commitments clear in a statement which reads, “As an industry, 
we cannot continue to claim that we are progressive if we are not working to force diversity and 
inclusion in corporate structures while rectifying systemically racist policies that have permeated 
our industry for hundreds of years” (Peoples-Wagner). While The Kelly Initiative and Black In 
Fashion Council will help make such company practices visible to the broader public, they still 
require the participation of member organizations. Without a larger industry mandate of such 
measures through broader legislation, visibility is limited. 
Another primary way in which fashion brands have publicly responded is through high-
profile nominations of chief officers to “Diversity and Inclusion” (D&I) programs, which seek to 
broadly change business practices in order to address forms of social inequity. These 
appointments presumably signal an effort on the part of brands to more directly address 
entrenched racial issues,  though to varying degrees. Prada and Gucci were the first amongst 
luxury brands to employ this new role, after the 2019 scandals that spotlighted each brand’s need 
to address racism. In February 2019, Prada announced the appointment of filmmaker Ana 
Duvernay and visual artist Theaster Gates to co-chair a diversity advisory council, both of whom 
had previously collaborated with the brand. Gucci would, on the other hand, appoint industry 
outsider Renee Tirado in February 2019, who reports directly to CEO Marco Bizzari. Both 
appointments would coincide with scholarship programs intended to bridge the diversity gap in 
the fashion industry, as well as internal programs for employee education. In October 2019, 
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Gucci parent company Kering would accelerate its D&I program with the appointment of a 
group-wide role, Kalpana Bagamane Denzel, Chief Diversity, Inclusion and Talent Officer. 
Following the protests of 2020, LVMH would follow suit in hiring former Major League 
Baseball executive Corey Smith VP of Diversity & Inclusion, as well as instate inherent bias 
training amongst staff throughout their brands. Without industry-wide standards for such 
programs paired with transparent demographics, such appointments can be reduced to another 
form of tokenism. Worse still, such programs can debilitate appeals to racial justice through 
simplification and misinterpretation. An example of this is a 2019 published “Briefing on 
Diversity and Inclusion in the Fashion Industry” by the Council of Fashion Designers of America 
(CFDA). The CFDA is a trade association of 477 American fashion brands, whose intended 
mission is to strengthen the impact of American fashion in the global economy (CFDA website), 
and is perhaps the most powerful organizations cohering the American fashion industry. The 
paper abstracts all forms of diversity within an insider/outsider group binary, avoiding specific 
mentions of racism by name. The graph instead organizes all “insider groups” as those who “set 
the norms,” while outsider groups “fit into/ assimilate into the norms” (Figure 18). Broadly 
speaking this schema fixes minority group identity into a subordinate position, in which 
assimilation to the majoritarian group is their only recourse. Put into specific contexts, this 
undermines the importance of minority group identity itself. As we have seen, this process of 
minority group identity formation, while in relation to the majority, is importantly the site of a 
wholly new cultural production. Furthermore, such cultural formations have the potential for 
inflecting the majority group, and shifting the discourse. In contradistinction to this, press outlet 
The Business of Fashion published a white paper in November 2020 which outlines a course of 
action for creating a more inclusive recruitment process (“White Paper”). A more direct 
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engagement with issues of racial justice is apparent, with specific issues pertaining to systemic 
bias addressed such as diversity in leadership, hiring practices and unconscious bias. Comparing 
the two reports in light of the events of 2020 suggests the importance of such material, 
disseminated by important industry outlets, to more seriously engage with forms of social 
inequity, and to address them on a specific basis. 
The global pandemic and ensuing economic fallout have had dire consequences for the 
fashion industry, but recent data shows that the luxury market has fared better when compared 
with other segments of the industry, reflecting that “the initial months of Covid-19 cast relatively 
less uncertainty over the spending of the wealthiest consumers (Amed “The State of Fashion 
2021,” 113). This insulation of the luxury sector when compared to the financial crisis facing the 
wider fashion industry reflects the way in which the crisis has disproportionately affected lower 
income individuals. This has significant consequences for racial minorities, whose greater rates 
of infection and tie to low wage labor illuminate the gross economic inequalities along racial 
lines in the United States. Though the crisis and ensuing appeals to racial justice have laid bare 
the relationship between race and capital in a national context, the fashion industry needs to 
address such a relationship head-on. Within this context, luxury brands have had to respond to 
the racial makeup of its most senior roles. The corporate board of directors at behemoth LVMH, 
who own Louis Vuitton amongst a large roster of luxury brands, are entirely white. In an 
interview published in the widely circulated “The State of Fashion 2021” published by 
McKinsey and The Business of fashion, LVMH Chief Executive Michael Burke was asked to 
respond to the homogenous makeup of their senior staff compared with their diverse client 
group. “Not if you look in the stores, look at the store managers, it’s very diverse and it 
represents the client base” (Amed “The State of Fashion 2021,” 50). Such a public response 
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evidences the persistent denial of systemic racism, and the ongoing battle for reform in the most 
upper echelons of the industry. 
LVMH competitor Kering has fared slightly better, appointing two people of color to 
their board of directors in June, 2020. At that time, 62% of Kering’s U.S. employees and 21% of 
senior management were people of color (Givhan). While addressing racial representation in 
leadership roles will take more time to improve, a more immediate course of action is in the 
cultivation of young talent at the university level, as well as closely monitoring the influx of new 
hires. Chief D&I Talent Officer Bagamane Denzel has challenged the group to reconsider 
specifically racially-inflected hiring practices, such as the language used in job postings that can 
be prohibitive to certain groups, and measures of qualification that may be informed by forms of 
bias, in order to more acutely address potentially systemic issues. Gucci additionally announced 
the roll-out of recipients of their “Changemakers Scholars,” a program intended to forge a more 
diverse fashion industry by enabling underprivileged students of color to pursue studies in 
fashion (Equilibrium website). Similarly, Louis Vuitton Creative Director Virgil Abloh 
established the “Post-Modern” Scholarship Fund, whose stated purposed is to “support the next 
generation of black fashion industry leaders” (Fashion Scholarship Fund website). Abloh has 
additionally launched “Free Game,” an A-Z guide for designer to start their own brand, in a bid 
to help young creatives to follow in his footsteps (Free Game website). And while such 
scholarship funds will help particular minority groups better access to an education, whether the 
fashion industry will follow suit in altering their hiring practices and addressing larger questions 





The events of 2020 have laid bare the fashion industry’s enduring problems with racism. 
The moment of uprising and ongoing struggle for racial justice reveal the industry’s vulnerability 
to social upheaval. For a moment, the forward-moving machine of commerce appeared weak in 
the face of resistance. And while such a resistance did not amount to a full-fledged assault on 
capitalism, its potential for social change echo the possibilities that Roderick Ferguson suggests 
for minority culture to consolidate and disrupt the political economy. This study serves to 
emphasize the way in which clothing and the fashion industry at large are incredibly relevant 
devices within this context for understanding such dynamics of identity and capital. As the 
pieces are slowly put back together, the question remains whether the industry’s previous form 
can be revised in order to be more equitable, and whether such historic divisions can be 
ameliorated within the context of the market system. The commodification of Black identity 
requires a further reckoning at the representational level. Indeed, the repackaging of minority 
cultural forms persists in the fashion industry as a result of such endemic divides. Furthermore, 
the examples elaborated in this paper show that this is not only an ethical question for brands to 
parse out, but that it is importantly tied to the makeup of the consuming public for the future 
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